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House of Burgess: Google, Amazon drone 
worldwide 


Companies test delivery drones in other countries 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


Last month, Google gave Alexis C. Madrigal of The Atlantic exclusive access 
to one of its most top-secret programs. On a cattle ranch outside Warwick, 
Australia, Madrigal observed one of 30 test flights of Project Wing, “a secret 
drone program that’s been running for two years.” Employees at Google X, 
the company’s long-range research lab, have been working diligently to 


streamline the unmanned delivery vehicle prototypes. 


“Google landed on an unusual design called a tail sitter, a hybrid of a plane 
and a helicopter that takes off vertically, then rotates to a horizontal 
position for flying around,” wrote Madrigal on Aug. 28. “For delivery, it 
hovers and winches packages down to the ground. At the end of the tether, 
there’s a little bundle of electronics they call the ‘egg,’ which detects that 
the package has hit the ground, detaches from the delivery, and is pulled 


back up into the body of the vehicle.” 


As regular readers of this column will no doubt have noticed, I have been 
tracking the emergence of commercial delivery drones since the idea was 
introduced late last year. As I wrote in my Dec. 11, 2013, column, 
“Amazon’s flying delivery robots,” on Dec. 1, 2013, Amazon.com CEO Jeff 
Bezos revealed to “60 Minutes” the company’s latest brainchild: Amazon 
Prime Air. The experimental service would theoretically use octocopters to 
provide half-hour delivery of objects five pounds or less in a 10-mile radius 
from various fulfillment centers. And as I wrote in my Aug. 6 column, “Retail 
drones strike,” Amazon has run into some interference from existing 
Federal Aviation Administration regulations disallowing commercial drone 
use. On July 9, the company asked the FAA for a special exemption to allow 
for testing of the devices. Meanwhile, in the retailer’s home town, an 
Amazon employee was questioned July 22 by the Seattle Police Department 
after visitors to the iconic Space Needle reported seeing a drone crash into 
the observation deck. Officers reminded the employee of the SPD’s own 


proposed drone program, which was nixed in 2013 after a local outcry. 


So, what do these ambitious online empires do when faced with such strong 
opposition from local and national officials? The answer seems to involve 


moving operations across the Pacific Ocean to less-regulated jurisdictions. 


“India, not U.S., will be the launch-pad for Amazon's plan to deliver 
packages using drones, or unmanned aerial vehicles, according to two 
people aware of the development,” reported Krithika Krishnamurthy of The 
Economic Times on Aug. 20. “[Amazon] will debut its drone delivery service 
with trials in Mumbai and Bangalore, cities where it has warehouses, the 
sources said on condition of anonymity. ... India is an attractive test bed for 
Amazon because the country still hasn't woken up to the need for rules that 


will govern the use of unmanned aerial vehicles.” 


This does nothing to solve the ever-present problems with the 
implementation of the program over American skies, but the perfection of 
technology marches on. Amazon has made several notable Prime Air-related 
hires recently, including “former aerospace engineers, a NASA astronaut, a 
number of Microsoft researchers and Bing engineers, and even the co- 
founder of Keyhole, the original developer of Google Earth,” according to an 


Aug. 20 article by TechCrunch’s Sarah Perez. 


Google and Amazon are banking on the inevitability of this method of 
product transport in the future. In the present, however, they are 
conducting testing in countries featuring policies unfamiliar with this 


equipment. Not because they want to, but because they have to. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


